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THE SOUL OF KOL NIKON 

By ELEANOR FARJEON 

Kol Nikon's Gladness 

NOW followed the three sweetest years of Kol's existence. 
No moment was ever to be quite so golden in his heart as 

that when for the first time he got his two arms round his 
mother's form and staggered with her through the storm-drifts to their 
dwelling. His blood ran a pman of joy through his body as he realized 
that the beloved burden did not shrink from the strength that bore it. 
Exquisite days bloomed out of the darkness that lay ahead of him; 
days wherein he was to clothe and feed and in all ways tend his 
mother as no other living creature possessed the right or the will 
to do. 

For two weeks she lay, a feeble, scarcely-breathing frame, in 
the bed where Kol had laid her with strained and aching arms. 
Neighbours came in a few days to see what ailed the woman with- 
drawn from their midst. Kol let none further than the door, and 
would not have permitted any thus far but that their insistence 
warned him of the danger in leaving it unsatisfied. 

" There she lies," said he, "and she lives-you see it for your- 
selves. Ay, and she will live, and now that is enough. We don't 
need you here." 

" She must have care," they protested, drawing away from his 
glowering gaze. 

"She will have it," answered Kol, and they shrank still more 
before the wild joy that chased the sombreness from his countenance. 
A fiend, they said afterwards, must have inspired this gloating 
delight in the calamity which had befallen his mother. Kol stepped 
closer. "Hark ye, my so sudden neighbourly friends. I want 
none visiting under my roof, or for sure I'll be visiting under your 
own. That's playing the game evenly, Who'll be first to open his 
door to the Changeling?" He grinned in their faces, and they fled 
in horrid panic from the house. Thereafter Kol and his mother 
were left in singular peace. 

Twelve days later Kol lifted his mother from her bed, dressed 
her, and sat her in a chair in the sunlight slanting through the 
window. She was, as has been said, quite sightless and unhearing; 
a semi-paralysis also possessed her, and her speech had become little 
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THE IRISH REVIEW 

else than vague mumblings seldom uttered. She was a woman now 
of sixty years, but half a generation more seemed to have wasted and 
whitened her. Kol's mouth twitched a little as he saw the helpless 
hands lie so motionless where he had laid them on her lap. He 
wondered what her thoughts were, if she had thoughts. He was 
sure they must be as grey and toneless as the hue which had so 
strangely stolen upon the final phase of her life. He asked himself 
whether it were possible for happiness to penetrate that numbness. 

"You, God, let me be able to give her this !" he suddenly 
begged aloud, and shivered violently at having for the first time 
addressed himself to the Deity. His violin was hidden under his 
bed. He had never yet produced it in his mother's presence, but 
he did so now and knelt beside her and looked deeply into the eyes 
that could not see, and sweetly played to the ears that could not hear. 
It was of her child he played, watching eagerly the inexpressive 
features, and in his heart was the nearest approach to a prayer it 
had yet conceived. No intelligence woke to life in that blind face, 
but a wonderful serenity came like a quiet dawn and made it smooth 
with peaceful light. 

This was the beginning of Kol's season of rapture . .... 
Suddenly the village was made aware of a marvel in its midst. 

Kol's music was no more a secret sound. For his mother's sake, 
who now could never be the ban upon it, he grew careless and 
prodigal of his gift. Soon one was speaking to his fellows of a rare 
thing he had heard issuing from the house of the Changeling. They 
kept a vigil and had their swift reward. By day and by night Kol 
filled his mother's silent life with music. His only thought was to 
give her all and much more than she had lost. Each day and its 
changes were faithfully her own, whatever cloud was in the blue, 
whatever light was on the world; three minutes after Kol knew it, 
she knew that the year's first daisy looked up in the grass. And 
crowning all was the possession of her child, bestowed on her inalien- 
ably at last in its eternal babyhood. Crowing awake, in the ineffable 
sweetness of infant sleep, Kol communicated it to her spirit; she 
tossed it, lulled it, robed and unrobed it, bathed in splashing water 
its little joyous body, cherished and fed at her breast. And, wpise 
of her mothering needs, Kol played the child in sorrow and tears, 
and so unsealed within her straitened soul the overflowing wells of 
consolation. 

Light and dark Kol spent in this communion with her he gnly 
loved, and at all hours one or other of his neighbours came stealing 
to the window, and wondered whether such sweet music could be sin. 
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THE SOUL OF KOL NIKON 

Kol Nikon and the Ancient Crone 

About the time when Kol came into his manhood, he began to 
realise that his music had ceased to satisfy his mother's needs. 

One old theme after another he essayed, songs that had given her 
three years of perfect joy, but somewhere, somehow, they failed to 
bring her a thing she -was now desiring with all the force of her being. 
The key to her mood became Kol's difficult riddle. 

He thought perhaps it was death she desired, and he played 
death as the beautiful thing it can be: but it was not that. 

He took again to wandering in the forest by the hour, searching, 
pondering, striving towards discovery. 

" Something I don't know," said Kol. "Something I don't 
know. . . . Berchta !" he cried aloud, "can't you teach me ?" 

He lay with his ear to the earth, but found no answer. 
Bow to fiddle, he demanded the forms of the fancy-folk from 

the elements. 
" What's to do, brotherkin ?" 
" My mother's need: name me it." 
Their vanishing was like the sound of sighing. 
" You cannot ! Berchta cannot !" he muttered. He perceived 

a wizened form limping into the shadows. "Wittekind ! tell me !" 
begged Kol. 

The little grey man turned his head, shook it sadly, laid two 
fingers upon his heart, and was gone. 

" Something human, then," said Kol, and walked away into the 
village, thinking until his mind became a streak of pain behiihd his 
forehead. He went straight to the house of the oldest woman in the 
place. Her great-grandchildren were numbered amongst Kol's 
friends. Lifting the latch he walked through the door without knock- 
ing. 

The ancient woman he sought sat brooding in the chimney. A 
young one near her was stirring a pot over the fire. She turned 
sharply and, with a scream, waved her ladle crosswise in the air. 
Kol's face took on an extra pallor, and he flattened himself against 
the wall. 

" I'm here for no ill !" he stammered. 
" Then be gone for good !" cried she, and advanced upon him. 
" Hold your peace, wench," said the old soul in the chimney- 

place, " and see to your pot again." 
"'Tis the Changeling-boy, grandmother." 
"And if it is, shall the soup burn to waste ? Fiddle !" 
Kol laughed softly. "That's good sense. Shall I?" 
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"What ?" demanded the girl sullenly. 
" Fiddle." 
" It's true then-you do ?" 
" Just you hear me" 
"Oh, my !" said she, her hands clasping her swaying body, " it's 

as though I must dance, and dance, and dance." 
" Then do as you must !" 
From her corner the ancient woman's indifferent eyes regarded 

her grandchild footing it to the Changeling's tune. 
" It's magic !" cried the flushed girl, ceasing as he ceased. 
" Good magic," said Kol. 
" But isn't all magic ill ?" she ventured timidly. 
" Fiddle !" laughed Kol. 
The ancient in the chimney observed, " The soup has caught." 
"Oh, my !" cried the girl, and flew. 
Kol followed to the hearth and stood before the ancient. She 

lifted her wrinkled lids to him for an instant, then let them drop 
again. Kol bent over her. 

" What do you want, you very old woman ?" he whispered. Her 
lids flickered towards the pot. "Oh no, oh no !" whispered Kol, 
" its a thing you want more than soup-so much more, grand- 
mother !" 

She did not answer, seeming only to brood. 
"It isn't death, is it ?'" questioned Kol. 
Her head moved slightly. 
" It isn't your first-born ?" 
Again the faint shaking of her head. 
" Is it your youth? is it your beauty, grandmother ?" 
A forgotten pulse twitched in the withered cheek. 
" Say what it is !" Kol pleaded. 
A moisture gathered on her lashless eyes, her dry lips parted. 

" Ulrik !" she mumbled. 
"Fancy !" exclaimed the girl at the pot. 
" Was Ulrik her husband's name ?" said Kol. 
"Lord, no ! her lover's." 
Kol stared from the girl to the crone. "That's odd, too. What 

was her husband then ?" 
"Oh, you silly !" teased the girl easily. "Grandmother she 

married for an establishment. He was twice her age, and well-to-do. 
But she never had a lover till her third child was born." 

" Go on." 
"Well ,there, I thought everybody knew. Grandmother--how 

she did love him! Wouldn't give him up, so grandfer turned her 
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out. She was a beauty, mother says-just made for loving. When 
she lost her looks, though, that ended it." 

"Why ?" said Kol. 
" Oh, well ! that's the time it does end, I suppose. . . . Here, 

you, Kol Nikon, I'd like above all to dance in my new shoes to that 
tune you played-real leather they are." 

"' Maybe," Kol answered absently. 
"There's a feast at Peder Jorgen's to-night. I say, why don't 

you be there ? You might ! ." 
" Welcome I'd be !" said Kol shortly. 
" Ay," she said sincerely, " you would." 
" Will you keep me starving, you wench ?" whined the crone. 
As the girl hastened for a bowl, Kol slipped from the house. He 

sped into his mother's presence, dropped on his knees before her, 
and put forth all his spirit to play to her of first love. 

But with the earliest notes a spasm contracted her countenance, 
and Kol let fall his fiddle, stricken aghast: so harsh, so unendurable 
an ignorance shrieked through the dreadful music he had made. 

He flung himself upon the floor and writhed. 

Kol Nikon at the Feasting 

As Janke was washing himself for Peder Jorgen's feast, came an 
insistent knocking on the door. He threw it open to the agonized 
face of Kol. 

" What's the matter ?" asked the woodsman. 
" Do you love ?" said Kol desparingly. 
"What's that !" 
" Do you love ?" 
"Good Lord, Kol Nikon !" 
"Oh, tell me !" Kol cried in a fury. 
" Love? Well ! . . . there are pretty girls, of course. 

But that's another matter." 
"After they have lost their prettiness, quite so," said Kol with 

eager wisdom. But so long as they are beautiful to look at, that's 
real love, eh ?" 

" I'm pressed for time," said Janke uneasily. 
" Make ready, only answer my questions. One just loves what is 

beautiful, is that it ?" 
Janke buttoned on his scarlet waistcoat. "Why do you bring 

your conundrums to me, Kol Nikon ?" 
"I must bring them to somebody. If you loved you could tell 

me what it is." 
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"And as I don't, I can't," said Janke briefly. 
" You don't- !" Kol's countenance fell. "Never have ?" 
" Never. Well-no. Boys of fourteen don't." 
" Or men of three-and-twenty, either," wailed Kol, wringing his 

hands. 
" You're out there. Only my time's not come. There'll be 

plenty of young lovers at Peder Jorgen's to-night, if that's what you're 
after." 

"Oh, be finished with your toilet!" exclaimed Kol, springing 
up impatiently. " I'll go with you. Make an end! What do you 
want with a flower in your coat ?" 

Janke winked slily, which Kol found meaningless. The two 
left the cabin and went together to Peder Jorgen's barn, where some 
shy dancing was already in progress. Warmth had not yet come to 
dissipate man's instinct to be conscious. 

A flutter went round the assembly at Kol Nikon's entrance. The 
dancing stopped abruptly, the music straggled a little and died feebly. 
Someone in the crowd found courage to hiss. Another supported 
him, and soon Kol was confronted by a throng of hissing mouths. He 
wavered with one hand on the door, ready to fly if. need be. Janke 
shrugged and laughed slightly. 

Then a girl pushed her way through the angry frightened pea- 
sants. It was the old crone's granddaughter, Saffi, in her leather 
shoes. She ran up to Kol and put her hand on his shoulder. 

" Play up!" she whispered. 
Kol brought out his fiddle, and played a long-drawn note. The 

girls and fellows grew irresolutely silent. 
"Who'll dance with me?" cried Saffi, and Janke caught her 

round the waist. For a few moments they were the only dancers 
under the roof; then each man seized the girl nearest him and danced 
as though life hung on it. 

Round and about the barn ran Kol, capering betwixt the dancers, 
peering in their faces, playing ceaselessly. None avoided him now; 
his magnetism was over all, and as its influence was greatest upon 
those he approached closest, they pressed after him dancing wildly, 
so that but for his amazing nimbleness he had been in danger of 
stifling in the crush. But he eluded the couples like quicksilver. 

" I've no breath more !" gasped Saffi, her head falling on Janke's 
shoulder. He lifted her three inches from the floor and kissed 
her. 

"Change partners !" shrilled Kol above the hubbub; and every 
man flung from him the girl he had been grasping and snatched at 
any other. 
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THE SOUL OF KOL NIKON 

The orgy of dancing broke out afresh, and once more Kol circled 
the barn, piercing each newly-paired couple with his steely eyes. The 
place became ablaze with the flaring lights and the heat of excited 
humanity . .... 

The music ended violently. A choking scream rose to the 
shadowy roof. Kol on the middle of the floor was stamping furious 
feet in an ague of rage. 

"Are you but beasts every one ?" he yelled, shaking his fists at 
the horrified dancers. " I've seen all this before, a hundred times ! 
Am I to go to the animals of the field and the forest to learn what 
love is?" He flashed swiftly upon the girl hanging on Janke's arm, 
his flower thrust into her bosom. " You! what is love ?" he cried. 

She looked at him, scared and crimsoned, and edged away from 
her partner. Kol wheeled on Saffi. "What's it you're feeling ?" 
She burst into shamed and frightened sobs. 

A handsome reckless-looking man stepped out of the crowd. 
"That's all very well, Master Changeling. But the fault's not in 
us, it's in you." 

" Me!" 
" Your music, then." 
"Ah-!" cried Kol, in unutterable woe, "it is the only music I 

can make!" He clasped his hands entreatingly and stretched them 
forth to one and another. "What is love ?" he begged, " what is 
love ?" His anguish wiped away the spell he had laid upon them, 
and they began to regard him anew with anger and aversion, mingled 
with mockery. 

" The Changeling asks us what love is i" cried a girl, laughing 
shrilly. 

"Who will tell him?" tittered another. 
" If it comes to that, who knows?" her neighbour said with a 

guffaw. 
" Lars Haring ought to," someone suggested. All eyes were 

turned on the handsome fellow who had put Kol in his place. 
" I?" he scoffed. "I never love long enough to remember !" 
A burst of laughter greeted him. In the midst of it a girl 

pointed a merciless finger at the open door-space. " Look, Lars! 
there's Solva-she heard you !" 

A white-faced slip of a creature who, crouched without, had 
been watching Lars Haring long and fixedly, turned to fly in terror. 
Half-a-dozen cruel hands held her, dragged her in, thrust her into 
the circle surrounding Kol. 

"There, Changeling! there's a girl can tell you what love is. 
381 
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She knows; she's been through it top to bottom. Tell the Change- 
ling, Solva !" 

She looked about with frightened eyes. Contempt, sneers, 
prudery, informed the answering glances. Imploringly she sought 
Lars' countenance, and found it cold and amused. Lastly her hunted 
gaze met Kol's, and was arrested . .... 

" Teach me !" Kol pleaded. 
" It isn't to be taught," she answered very low. 
"How does one learn it, then?" 
"One must find it for onseself." 
" But how does one know it?" 
" One does know it . . . it comes." 
"Ah, what is it, you pale girl ?" 
Her lips quivered. "To love," she faltered, "is to forget 

oneself." 
A burst of laughter, longer and louder than had been accorded 

to Lars, rang out about her. She put her two trembling hands up 
to her head. 

" Ha, ha! do you hear? Solva says to love is to forget one- 
self! Solva forgot herself to fine purpose-is not that so, Lars 
Haring? Fie, Solva! how came you to forget yourself ?" 

Her hands fell weakly to her sides. She swayed in the midst 
of the jeering circle .... 

Quite suddenly a strange hush fell. All stared at Kol, who, 
his countenance transfigured, was adoring the girl with his eyes. He 
sank down, bowed his head, and touched the hem of her skirt with 
his lips. 

" Mother-to-be !" breathed Kol in a tone of exquisite wonder. 

Kol Nikon and the Birch-tree 

" To love," said Kol, " is to forget oneself." 
" Love," he said, " is not to be taught. One finds it for one- 

self." 
He cast about in his mind to find love. 
The object first ! In the beginning he could think only of Lars 

Haring, who must be lovable since had he not been beloved? But 
soon Kol recollected how Saffi had spoken of her grandmother-a 
beauty, and made for loving. Then she had lost her looks. What 
was not beautiful was no longer to be loved. Now whatever Lars 
Haring may have appeared to Solva, to Kol he was not beautiful. 
Kol dismissed him with a sense of relief. 

Saffi's grandmother, too, was beyond the pale. She had lost 
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her looks. Kol did not know of any other loved objects in the 
village. Clearly, then, he must fix on the most beautiful object he 
could discover. After much weighing of the matter, he decided on 
a silver birch in one of the forest glens. 

No girl in the village was so formed for beauty-worship, none 
had such grace and delicacy of aspect as Kol's chosen one, none was 
imbued with such poetry and charm. It never occurred to Kol to 
examine into the difference between spending one's love upon a tree 
and spending it on a human; had it done so, it would still have been 
beyond him to determine what possible factor was denied to his 
young birch which a woman might possess wherewith to bestow upon 
his spirit a true knowledge of love. 

Day after day he stole away to dwell with his beloved and shed 
his emotions upon it. It filled him with such ecstasy, that he told 
himself a thousand times he was at last exalted by love to a sense 
of his soul. Because he understood that love was made of kissings 
and caresses he remained by the hour clasping the silver-mottled 
stem with his arms, blowing kisses up ito its lace-work of leaves. 

" My beautiful! my beautiful !" Kol murmured in pure rapture. 
Then he would creep back to his mother's side hugging his 

sensations to his bosom, and pour them out in song to her deaf ears. 
It was a rarely-lovely song, but it brought her no comfort. He 
preached patience to his spirit. " I only begin to learn," he said. 
"Who can understand love in a single day? To-morrow I shall do 
better." 

Kol was almost stunned when, having played his birch-worship 
for a month of days, it was forced upon him that this contained no 
element of his mother's desire. 

He returned to the lovely woodland thing and prayed to it on 
his knees. 

" My beautiful! it must be love I learn from you! I feel it 
here in my breast. Why cannot I communicate it to my mother? 
Help me, my beautiful, give me more of yourself, speak to me so 
that I may make her understand !" 

He waited in long silence, expectant and urisatisfied. 
" Dumb thing!" he snarled, and beat the tree with his fists. 

"Where are you? where are you? Is this you? Is this what I love? 
No, you are hiding away from me inside there. But I'll find you, 
I'll find you! I'll make you give up your secret, you dumb thing !" 

He began to tear away great flakes of the soft bark with his 
nails. Exhausted presently he shook the tree with violence, struck 
it and cursed it. 

"Wait, only wait !" he cried, "I'll have you yet !" and flew to 
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Janke's cabin not far distant. Janke was from home, but Kol found 
what he wanted in a corner-a newly-whetted axe. He hastened 
back to the glen that had been a shrine to him, but now became the 
altar of sacrifice. He hurled himself upon the slender birch, and 
hacked and hewed it without pity, wielding the axe with all- his 
unskilled force. . .. Soon the poor trunk was severed from its 
roots, its dismembered fibres quivering with expiring life. Kol leapt 
upon his beloved savagely; he struck the branches and the delicate 
twigs from the parent body, ruthlessly stripped the exquisite leafage 
off, and scattered its mangled fragments on the earth. "Where are 
you hiding yourself? where are you?" panted Kol. He swung the 
axe above his head and smote the fallen tree again and again, splitting 
it to the core. He dragged long sappy splinters out of the heart, 
dug at the pith to find his beloved's soul. . 

"You've gone mad !" exclaimed Janke behind him. 
Kol looked up, gasping fearfully. His fingers became nerveless; 

he raised them, shaking, to put the damp wisps of hair out of his eyes. " I can't see !" he sighed. 
The glen swam before him in a red mist. His mutilated, violated 

love was horrible to him to look upon. He knew himself for a 
wanton murderer. 

" Beautiful! my dead beautiful !" he moaned. 
Janke could not persuade him from the glen. Far into the 

night Kol kept a vigil there, moaning and murmuring for his mur- 
dered love. 

7'To be continued 
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